By Phil Penfold. 
You can blame the great greenfly invasion of  the summer of 1979, when aphids swarmed across the Channel, and began devouring everything in their path…..it may not have been a good time for your garden plants, but comes the time, comes the man, and Alan Titchmarsh was ready and waiting.
Ilkley-born Alan was working as a journalist on the magazine Amateur Gardening, and had turned in the odd freelance piece for BBC Radio 4. When the little pests arrived in their millions, he got the call from Broadcasting House asking if he could offer a piece on how to deal with the problem.  That was for Today, in the morning.  In the afternoon, the magazine programme Nationwide got in touch – would he be able to offer the same advice on screen?  He could – and he did. A star was born overnight. 
Or maybe not. Alan gives a little grin and says: “The reality is rather different, because it was a full year before Nationwide asked me back, and only then it was because someone’s roof garden had come crashing down into the flat below, and they wanted my opinion on the right way to do a project like that….”
The rooftop disaster was one of the pivotal moments in a packed career. As he publishes yet another book, the gardening, broadcasting and writing phenomenon that is Alan Titchmarsh has been recalling the “one of the best days” of his life.  Alan tells me:  I’ve always admired Dame Judi Dench, I’m a HUGE fan, and I was really honoured a couple of years back to be asked by BBC Radio 4 to be the host on their With Great Pleasure programme, where they ask you to choose your favourite pieces of poetry and prose.  That was fun enough in itself, but then they asked “And who would you like to read it for you?” and I heard myself saying “Dame Judi, and Geoffrey Palmer”, never expecting that they’d say yes. It was a sort of ‘fantasy wish list’ thing.  But the BBC did ask them , and to my total amazement Dame Judi and Geoffrey agreed and we all met up in front of the audience, and we had a terrific time.  Mind you, I was thinking “Pinch yourself, Titchmarsh, pinch yourself, this just a dream” all the way through the recording. That was one of the best days of my life.”
Alan insists that he is emphatically not a “professional Yorkshireman”, but he reveals:  
“I get up there at least three or four times a year, just to re-charge my batteries, and of course it has influenced my work. Yorkshire runs through me like the lettering through a stick of Scarborough rock. I’m sorry to do that old cliché, but you can take a Yorkshireman out of Yorkshire, but you can never get the Yorkshire out of the Yorkshireman.  I am intensely proud of being born in Ilkley. I remember going off to college all those years ago, and a fellow student said to me “Why on earth are you always banging on about Yorkshire and the place where you were born?  I’m from Essex, and I don’t go on like you do!”, and I replied without thinking “Well, if you come from Essex, why would you?”  I don’t think that he talked to me very much after that!”
Ilkley and Yorkshire “never leave me” he says. He points at his head and says: “It’s all up here. I may live down south these days but I take my birthplace with me where-ever I go”.

He’s just been to see his Aunt Edie (“She’s well into her eighties now, and still firing on all cylinders. A wonderful example to us all”) and as well as popping in on her, he found time to sign copies of his latest book (When I Was a Nipper) at a locals Ilkley Bookstall, have lunch in Betty’s Café, and then make a personal appearance and give a speech in Harrogate. He’s 61, and has absolutely no thoughts about taking life any easier, or slowing down in the slightest. Early 2011 will see him writing another novel (“a couple of months should do it”) and then there’s probably going to be another series of his successful Garden Secrets series to record. After that, he’s back on the box in late Spring with another strand of his afternoon chat show “which is up against all sorts of stiff competition by which still manages to bring in about two to three million viewers ever day.  That’s not bad, is it?  I had Mark Charnock on the other afternoon, you know?  He plays Marlon in Emmerdale.  Lovely bloke. Used to live in the block of new apartments that is just opposite Betty’s on The Grove in Ilkley, and that’s an incredible coincidence, because the flats were built on the site of a place called The Bluebird Tearooms, where my grannie used to work… she was there for years and years.  My dad told her once that she ought to think about slowing down a little, so instead of carrying six plates on her arm, as all the ‘nippies’ used to do when they were serving the customers, she decided she’d heed what dad said carry five instead!”

You ask him who actually selects the guests for his show, and he says that his production team do all of that for him and that “they know who’d I’d like, who I’ll get on with, and, more importantly, who NOT to invite. No, I’m not naming names, but there are three very strong ‘definitely nots’, I can tell you that. I have a power of veto, let’s put it like that. Favourites?  Julie Walters is an absolute darling, I adore her, and Joan Rivers was a delight.  Hilarious. You just wind Joan up and let her go, she’d got a razor sharp brain.”
If the misses Walters and Rivers were a memorably happy experience, his run-in with the formidable Bette Davis certainly wasn’t. “I was standing in for John Dunn, on the radio, (This was years back), and I was scheduled to do an interview with her at the Grosvenor House Hotel.  So I went round, and, well, she wasn’t what you would call easy going.  I had all my questions written on cards, I was so nervous. And she started talking about being offered the role of Scarlet O’Hara in Gone With the Wind and turning it down because the original idea was to have Errol Flynn to play Rhett Butler. I think that I said something about Ronald Reagan at that point and, for no apparent reason she just flipped, got up and walked out of the room.  Interview over. The moment was etched on my memory because of the scent that Miss Davis was wearing – a very beautiful but pungent waft of Tuber-rose. Well, the memory of my failure to get my interview faded with time – until a couple of years back, when I was invited to Buckingham Place for some big event or other, and I was standing on the staircase when I smelled that perfume again.  This time it was Sophie Dahl who was wearing it, and she must have thought I was bonkers when I asked her if it was indeed Tuber-rose? It just goes to confirm what I’ve always believed – that the sense of smell is one of the most underrated senses we have.  In the same way, I can never smell creosote without an avalanche of boyhood memories flooding back…dad doing the garden fence, that sort of thing…”
He wouldn’t go so far as to say that he was bullied at school, he says, but infers that time spent in the classroom probably wasn’t that happy. “I certainly wasn’t what you would call academic – not by even the longest stretch of the imagination. I left as soon as I could after taking my GCEs (as they were back then) and I walked away with one pass.  In art. Which has, of course, done me a LOT of good, hasn’t it?”

He says: “Of course, in the mid-sixties, just about everyone could get a job. There were jobs for all.  Not like today, sadly.  And I waltzed into something that I wanted to do – work with the local Parks and Garden department. Right place, right time, and a bit of luck”

From there he went to horticultural college, got taken on by Kew Gardens, and then slid gracefully into journalism and presenting.  Today, Alan is so busy that he has his own personal assistant to keep his diary for him, and to make sure that he’s always in the right place at the right time.  He is a stickler for punctuality, and you get the impression that Mr. T does not suffer fools gladly.  A question about keeping in touch with his former Ground Force presenters is neatly deflected with the words “we stay in touch. I send – and get – Christmas cards”.
School to one side he recalls his upbringing as being “very warm, very comforting.  We didn’t want for very much.  Dad was a plumber, which meant that our van (which he needed for work) was one of then first in the street.  Nelson Street, by the way, which is still there.  In fact, I went back to our old house not so long ago, and again, a lot of memories came rushing back – the present owners even let me go up into my old bedroom, and the only thing that had changed was that some shelves that my father built for me for my books had vanished.  They’d only been taken out a few weeks before”.

Like a lot of fathers of that time, Alan’s father “never ever told me that he loved me.  That wasn’t part of his vocabulary, nor was it to a lot of men of his generation.  But I knew that he did, and absolutely.  Even when I used to come back from college, I’d sit on the floor next to his chair, just to be close to him, and he’d reach forward and ruffle my hair.  Little moments of affection like that. He wasn’t a man to take his son to football, things like that – but I suspect that I wasn’t alone in that regard.”
He has been married to his wife Alison since 1975, and that’s about his personal life as you’ll get from him.  They live in Hampshire, and his garden is a full four acres “three of which are given over to wildflower meadow and orchards.”  What does he think about Gardener’s World these days, the Friday night BBC2 show that he hosted for years?  Diplomatically he admits that he doesn’t watch it any more.  “It’s a different team, different people, and they do things in their own ways.  Just as I did things differently when I took over from Geoff Hamilton.  Things don’t remain the same, and static.  But on Friday nights I’m generally doing something else other than watching TV, so…”
Has he had any huge garden disasters? “Haven’t we all? I think that one of the big mistakes that I made early on as to try to grow carrots in a stony soil, which they don’t like at all.  I got around that one by growing them in a raised bed – problem solved, as most gardening problems can be.” He pauses and says: “D’you know what saddens me these days?  The huge front gardens that one sees everywhere that are paved or gravelled over, so that a family can park their two or three (or more) cars on them. The water runs off the fancy bricks and into the streets and not into the good earth beneath, and it’s all such a pity, as well as being environmentally unfriendly.  And then there are all those unkempt patches that one sees from the train – back gardens that are full of mattresses and bits of machinery instead of flowers and vegetables.  What a waste.  It really gets my goat”.

Does he ever relax? “I do.  But I relax by gardening. Honest, that’s the truth.  Oh, and I also have a 25 foot motor dinghy, that I sail on The Solent.  It’s got motors so that I can go out in all weathers, and not just wait for a breeze to fill the sails.  And no, you are not going to be told her name.  That is something else I want to keep a secret. I may look as if I’m everywhere, ubiquitous, but I really do like my privacy. Well, some of it, at any rate!”

When I Was A Nipper, by Alan Titchmarsh.  BBC Books, £20.00
